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THE NEW OFFICIAL 
LANGUAGES 

ACT AND THE 
MINORITY 
COMMUNITIES 


Under the Constitution and the Official 
Languages Act, English and French are the 
official languages of Canada and have 
equality of status in all federal institutions. 


Your Language Rights 


The 1988 Official Languages Act sets out more 
precisely the language rights of Canadians which 
are guaranteed in the Constitution. It commits the 
Canadian government to enhancing the vitality of 
official language minority communities and to 
supporting their development. 


The Official Languages Act offers specific guaran- 
tees to all Canadians. These are of special signifi- 
cance to official language communities because the 
Act safeguards the equality of both languages. You 
have the right to be served in either English or 
French by federal offices and facilities where there 
is significant demand for such service or where it 
is reasonable to provide bilingual service for 
reasons of public health, safety or security or where 
the nature of the office requires it. For example, 
you may use either language when: 


* requesting information about federal government 
benefits and services such as family allowance, 
unemployment insurance and pensions; 


¢ filling out your income tax form or customs 
declaration; 


¢ buying stamps in a post office; 


¢ travelling with Air Canada (which continues to 
operate in compliance with the Official 
Languages Act), Via Rail or Marine Atlantic, or 
using many federal facilities providing services to 
the travelling public; 


¢ visiting a national park in Canada or a Canadian 
Embassy or Consulate abroad. 


To help you exercise your language rights, federal 
offices which are designated to provide services in 
English and French must indicate both verbally and 
by posted signs their readiness to do so. A directory 
of these offices 1s published by the Treasury Board 
Secretariat. 


If you are a federal employee, the Act recognizes 
your right to work in either official language in 
certain regions. However, the public’s right to be 
served in its preferred language comes first. 


The federal government is committed to ensuring 
equal opportunity for employment and 
advancement, within the merit principle, for both 
official language groups in federal institutions. The 
composition of the work force of federal 
institutions should tend to reflect the presence of 
both language communities in Canada. The Act 
also provides against discrimination on the basis of 
official language spoken. Finally, the Act states that 
language requirements for positions must be set on 
the basis of objective criteria. 


More to Come 


Regulations subject to parliamentary scrutiny will 
be introduced in due course to define more 
precisely the principles contained in the Act, 
notably significant demand for service in the 
minority language. 


The Commissioner of Official Languages 
D’ Iberville Fortier is the current Commissioner of 
Official Languages. In 1984 he was appointed to a 
seven-year term by Parliament, the institution to 
which he is responsible. His predecessors were 
Keith Spicer and Maxwell Yalden. 


The Official Languages Act not only defines the 
language rights of Canadians, but also provides 
means for their protection. The Commissioner is 
your language ombudsman. As an officer of 
Parliament, his duty is to ensure that your language 
rights are respected. 


Although the Commissioner monitors the 
performance of federal institutions in living up to 
the obligations of the Official Languages Act, his 
success in ensuring compliance with the Act 
depends in large measure on you. 


You Can Help Protect 

Your Language Rights 
When dealing with federal institutions, only you 
can report specific violations of the Act. What do 
people complain about? A few typical examples 
follow: 


¢ Inability to give service in client’s language. 
People writing to federal institutions sometimes 
receive a reply in the other official language. 
When seeking to obtain services in person, people 
sometimes find there is no offer to help them in 
their official language and no sign to indicate 
where these services can be obtained. When he is 
made aware of such situations, the Commissioner 
ensures that procedures are put in place to correct 
errors of this type. 


¢ Lack of bilingual service to the travelling 
public. Sometimes federally-owned airlines, 
railways and ferries give safety announcements 
and other messages in one language only. The 
Commissioner is instrumental in reducing the 
number of such infractions of the Act. 


* Wrong language used at job interview. 
Candidates for federal jobs are sometimes not 
given a choice as to which official language they 
would prefer to use during the interview. When 
such instances are brought to his attention, the 
Commissioner takes steps to ensure that the 
candidate’s rights are respected. 


You have a central role to play in making sure that 
the Official Languages Act remains a cornerstone 
of Canadian nationhood. If you think your 
language rights have not been respected, do 
not hesitate to complain to the Commissioner. 
When you file a legitimate complaint, you protect 
not only your rights but also those of the minority 
language community. Therefore it is only natural 
to insist on service in the official language of your 
choice. 


How to File a Complaint 


The Commissioner of Official Languages accepts 
complaints by letter, telephone, or in person from 
any individual or group. He investigates complaints 
alleging that the Official Languages Act is not 
being respected by a federal institution. If a 
complaint falls outside his jurisdiction, the 
Commissioner refers the complainant to the proper 
authority. 


A complainant’s identity is kept strictly 
confidential, and would be revealed only with the 
person’s permission. 


Upon receiving a complaint, the Commissioner or 
members of his staff take the following steps: — 


¢ The complainant is promptly informed whether 
the complaint can be investigated under the 
Official Languages Act. If necessary, additional 
information is requested. 


¢ The head of the institution involved or his or her 
representative is informed that a complaint has 
been lodged. The details are provided and the 
institution is asked to explain the circumstances 


that gave rise to the complaint. Sometimes 
members of the Commissioner’s staff may carry 
out an on-the-spot investigation. 


¢ The situation which gave rise to the complaint is 
examined. If the investigation proves lengthy, the 
complainant is given progress reports. 


¢ When necessary, ways of correcting the situation 
are recommended and in some cases the 
institution is given a deadline. 


¢ The complainant is informed of the outcome of 
the investigation. 


The Act also provides that when a complaint has 
not been settled to a complainant’s satisfaction, the 
latter may take the matter to the Federal Court. The 
Commissioner may also take a complaint to the 
Court with the complainant’s consent. 


Where the Commissioner Can Be Reached 


If you would like more information about the 
Official Languages Act, or if you think your 
language rights have not been respected by a 
federal institution, write or telephone the 
Commissioner’s office nearest you. 


Collect calls on matters related to the Official 
Languages Act will be accepted. 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 

110 O’Connor Street 

Ottawa, Canada 

KIA 0T8 


Tel.: (613) 996-6368 


Complaints Line for Residents of the 
National Capital Region: 


Tel.: (613) 992-LANG (992-5264) 


ES ET 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 

Atlantic Region 

Heritage Court 

Room 303, 95 Foundry Street | 

Moncton, New Brunswick 

E1C 5H7 


Tel.: (506) 857-7047 
1-800-561-7109 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 

Quebec Region 

Room 401, 1179 Bleury Street 

Montreal, Quebec 

H3B 3H9 


Tel.: (514) 283-4996 
1-800-363-0628 


Office of the Commissioner 
of Official Languages 
Ontario Region 
Room 2410, | Dundas Street West 
Toronto, Ontario 
MSG 123 


Tel.: (416) 973-1903 
1-800-387-0635 


Office of the Commissioner 

of Official Languages 
Manitoba and Saskatchewan Region 
Centre- Ville Building 
Room 200, 131 Provencher Boulevard 
St. Boniface, Manitoba 
R2H 0G2 


Tel.: (204) 983-2111 
1-800-665-8731 


Office of the Commissioner 

of Official Languages 
Alberta, B.C., N.W.T. and Yukon Region 
Liberty Building 
Room 1100-A, 10506 Jasper Avenue 
Edmonton, Alberta 
TSJ 2W9 


Tel.: (403) 495-3111 
1-800-661-3642 


The Commissioner also has part-time liaison 
officers in several locations across Canada. To find 
out if there is one in your area, please call your 
regional office. 
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